SOME TABOOS AND SUPERSTITIONS IN MEDIEVAL MITHILA? 
PRABIR KUMAR JHA 


A large part of North Bihar has been known as Mithila since 
ancient times. However, for administrative purposes this area has been 
commonly known as ‘Tirabhukti’ ог ‘Tirhut’. The ‘tarai’ or the Southern 
portion of the kingdom of Nepal inclusive of the lower ranges of hills 
was included in this territory.2 Recently, ‘Mithila’ or ‘Mithilanchal’ is 
becoming соттоп once again.’ 


Mithila, the stronghold of Brahmanical culture had its own 
peculiar customs and beliefs. There were various rules of taking food 
material in medieval mithila. “Siddhanna” and “Asidhanna” were the two 
types of eating material.» Some material which had to be cooked on fire 
for eatiag used to become “Арайа” and were called “Siddhanna’’—viz; 
pulse, rice, vegetable, bread. These were generally cooked in milk or 
water. Such food could not be taken by all, if touched by anyone. This 
tule was followed by people of all the four varnas in Mithila. Brahmanas 
took “Siddhanna” only with their close relations and with their own 
group in a village (Saujania). “Siddhanna” used to become unfit for con- 
sumption even by the Brahmanas, if touched by following types of people 
in such conditions—unmarried girl, very small child (anunit balak), people 
without having bath, without having cleaned feets; people without “Suchi” 
(cleaning of body with the help of certain rules), If one touched 
“Siddhanna’”’ while himself eating, again by this way he used to make 


1. This article isa part of author’s proposed Ph.D. work, which is being done 
under Dr. J. C. Ља, University Professor and Head, Р. G. Department of 
History, Patna University, Patna. 
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that food uneatable. If “Siddhanna” was kept on ground without cleaning 
that with water, it used to become uneatable (apaita). If Shudra, dog or 
cat crossed the place where “Siddhanna” was kept, then also that food 
could not be taken by Вгаһтапаѕ. If food was cooked ina particular 
room and had to be taken to another place for cating, water had to be 
sprinkled on all the way on which a person with that food would go. 


Generally, Brahmanas who were very poor (‘daridra’) and of very 


small ‘kula’ (ancestral family) used to take “Siddhanna” food in the 


house of the Brahmins of high “kulas”. Although Brahmins of high 
“kulas” did not take “Siddhanna” in the house of the Brahmins of small 
“kulas”. The main cause of this was that, generally among the people of 
small “kulas” much sacredness was not found. 


“АвіӘаһаппа” was one which, was not cooked on fire, in water 
or milk, for example “chuda” (prepared from ‘paddy’ by beating it) etc. 
Bread cooked in “ghee” was also called ‘“Asiddhanna’”.” Therefore 
people offered “Chuda”? and curd, “pudi” (bread cooked in ghee) and 
vegetable as food to those who were not their close relation (Asaujaniyan). 
This was the main reason why, Brahmins of Mithila generally felt the 
approval of “Shashtras” (religious texts) in eating “pudi” and vegetable 
offered by people of other varnas. But Brahmins did not consider pudi 
cooked in ghee as pure, if offered by any other Brahmans, 


To accept the grains of others like Shudras, Patitas (those who 
were unclean with socially and religiously) etc. for eating was never con- 
sidered tenable by the Brahmins of Mithila.’ 


In the Varnaratnakar, Vivadratnakar etc. there are a lot of delica- 
cies of Mithila referred. Candesvara and other Nibemdhakaras have 
repeated the old rules relating to the food and drink.® 


_Jyotirshwar Thakur in his Dhurtasamagamnataka_ has referred to 
meat and fish among of other items of food. Candesvara justified meat 
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eating and gave certain rules for the вате, According to Grihastharatnakar; 
such occasions were those (i) when the meat is purified with mantras for 
the purpose of sacrifice or (ii) where there is the risk of a man losing his 
life otherwise, (jii) when the meat is procured by the man himself and 
(iv) when the meat is purchased and taken after the worship of Gods.” 
Candesvara in his book has given a long list which included among other 
things, onions, garlic and some plants etc. 

Candesvara and others have prescribed rules regarding the prohibi- 
tion of food. The prohibitions have been classified as under,” 

(a) Ucchistanna—leavings specially of animals, outcastes and 
women, 

(b) Asucisams-prstanna—food touched by unclean animals and 
outcastes, 

(c) Asneidravyasams prstanna—food contaminated by unclean 
things, 


(d) Bhavadusta—food relating to sight, 


(е) Kaladusta—stale food and food which may not be taken in 
particular months, days or hours. Raddish is prohibited in the month of 
Magha, meat on full and new moon days, curds at night and noon, 


(f) Parigrahanna—food from persons having specified vocations; 
e.g. physicians, actors, etc., 

(g) Asaneaparigrahanna—food from persons ceremonially impure 
e.g. because of birth and death, 

(h) Aputradayanna—food from childless persons—A Brahmana 
should also not take food cooked by his own daughter, 


(i) Hastadana dikriya dustanna—food given by hand etc. which 
should be given by a spoon; food at feasts where thieves, outcastes, etc. are 
invited; food offered at Sraddhas of non-Brahmanas, 


1. R. K. Choudhary, ор. cit. р. 164, Quoted in Also see Francis Buchanan, An 
Account of the district of Purnea in 1809-10, 1928, p. 258. 
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(j) Svabhavadusta—unclean things, 


(k) Jatidusta—articles specially prohibited. 


Candesvara, on the basis of earlier authorities, has suggested that 
one should not eat food touched by particular birds and animals.” Food 
not actually touched but even smelt by dogs and cows were prohibited 
in medieval mithila. 


Mithila was the stronghold of the Brahmanical religion in the 
medieval period.% Religion and custom had enough control on the 
common man іп the society. Religion and custom also regarded some- 
thing forbidden for not to be touched or spoken of etc. We can call 
these as taboo. They were the following : 


In general condition men of the four varnas if touched by Achopa 
(unclean) and Turuka (muslim), considered it essential to take bath and 
to make body and cloth sacred by sprinkling Ganga water, Even chan- 
ging of Yagnjopavita (sacred thread) was considered еѕѕепііа].15 


Daring meal taking time, touching anyone was prohibited. How- 
ever, anyone if touched by а Brahmin with washed feet, then it was not 
considered so unclean. But when two Вгаһтірѕ, while eating, if touched 
each other, they were considered to become unclean and it then used to 
become essential for them to leave that food material. If they (the 
Brahmins) got touched by people of other varnas while eating, then it was 
even considered essential to make “prayaschit” (to follow certain socio- 
religious rules for the bad action done) for that. 


A Brahmin also ought not to have touched any “asuchiyukta varna” 
while worshipping the gods and the time after taking bath and worship- 
ping. Water touched by a “asuchiyukta” man and “Salkania” (people 
of backward caste ina village whose water was considered not fit for 
drinking by Brahmins) was not considered fit for puja (worship). If on 
any varandah of straw, there was a “achopa” (Salkan etc.), then eating 
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food and drinkiag water was prohibited thereon. If ona tree there was 
«gchopa” already, then climbing that tree while he was there and 
eating fruits thereon was considered a sin. If violated, “prayaschit” was 


essary for that, it was considered wrong to offer pranam by а clean 
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person, to 0 


Many people considered it wrong to touch anybody after coming 
from latrine, before changing dress and having а fresh bath. But this was 
followed by very few people. However, besides solhakans (backward and 
unclean castes), all people of Mithila, kept yagnopavita on ear during 
latrine to keep it clean. They also kept towels etc. on head to keep them 
clean. Except head, all the body was considered to become unclean 
during latrine time." 


Pure water which was meant for worshipping gods (‘acchinjal’) 
etc. could be taken only froma Brahmin who wasina pure condition 
(‘Shuchi’). Water kept in one pot, if taken by a Brahmin, could not be 
taken by another also. For him fresh water in fresh cleaned pot was 
necessary. To drink water in a pot by touching mouth with it was 
considered wrong. So people did have water in a glass, or if from a pot 
(called “lota”) then by not touching it. Touching water by nail used 
to make the water impure. Clothes which came from washermen’s house, 
even if dried, was considered impure. Dhoti, towels etc. which was used 
daily, could be used only when poured in pure water. Cotton cloth when 
once left out after wearing even for a few hours, could not be used again 
before pouring in pure water and drying. Ifa cloth was touched by any 


“асһора” it was considered impure. Stitched cloth and cloth not washed 


at least in pure water was also considered impure (asuddha).”* 


People of any varna, if commited any act which was considered 
Prohibitive (‘Patityakarma’) in society, knowingly or unknowingly, unless 
they got themselves free of that action by following certain well set rules, 
their body remained impure. For that time no one remained with them, 


They remained in a separte place, like any “асһора” for that time. 
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Knowingly or unknowingly, those who kept themselves in lites Me 
such “patitas” (one who did such prohibitive acts) were also considere 


“Patitas”. 

During the period of impurity due to death of a close one, or even 
due to a birth in a close family for ten days people considered themselves 
impure. These two were called “Maranasaucha” and “‘Janmasaucha j 
respectively. Although during “Janmasaucha” (impurity due to birth of 
a new one), people did not follow rules so rigidly, as they did during 
‘‘Maranasaucha” (impurity due to death of a close one). People did not 
follow rules so rigidly, as they did during “Maranasaucha” impurity due 
to death of a close one, still, main works were left out for the period of 
“asaucha” (impurity). For example, doing worship of god and “guruja- 
nas”, having feast during “Brahaman Bhojans” in the line of pure Brahmans 
having hair cut, touching oil, eating betel, having clothes cleaned from 
washermen. People used to leave out all these habits.2° 
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The body of a person has considered impure unless while eating 
he cleaned his mouth and hands; after coming from latrine he cleaned 
his hands, feet, mouth etc. and had a bath with oil in body; if touched 
by achopa had a bath; doing bath after any “eclipse” (solar or lunar) and 
having bath again after “Ugras” (after sunset or sunrise). Inthe above 
condition, if one touched such person he also used to become impure. 
In these conditions, nor could anyone offer “‘pranam’’ to him, neither he 
could offer “ashirvad” to anyone.?! These ideas were generally found in 
the people of all the varnas. During “Maranasaucha” (death ina close 
one and impurity thereby) anyone who already had his “Үарпорауіѓа” 
а when he had his head clean shaved, also had his moustaches clean- 
shaved.?? 


l Mithila is known not to India but throughout the world as a land 
of philosophers. Perhaps as а result of this and for the reason also that 


19. Ibid., p. 37. 
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religion had enough control on general man, they developed ideas and 
practices founded on unreasoning belief in magic, witchcraft etc; irrational 
fear of what was unknown or mysterious.*4 

As for the ideas which may be called to be founded on unreasoning 
belief, the people in medieval Mithila, thought that everything happened 
due to any reason. The main reason for the creation of entire living 
system, according to them was action (‘Karma’). Each and every action 
has its result. The creation of even a man depends on good or bad action 
of his in the previous life.® Every action has Ив effecton aman. This 
builds up the future “‘Samskar” for him. 


According to them “punya” (good action) and “papa” (bad action) 
both are in this world. The action as а result of which one is benefited 
(‘Kalyan’) іп this “lok” (world) and “Parlok” (the next life) is called 
“Punya”. This also helps him in attaining his ultimate aim (param 
udyeshya). By doing “punya karma” (good action), people take birth in 
good “desha” (country), good yona (life), good house and remain happy. 
It is the “samskar’’ of “purvajanma” (the earlier life), which decides the 
birth of a particular man in low, high, small or big “kula” (family). 


It was considered essential to remain away from untouchables. 
The logic that was put to support this view was that in every man there are 
typical merits and demerits, as also a particular type of ‘‘electricity”. By 
touching each other, these interchange the bodies. In any body, merits 
and demerits are not of one single life, but of so many. To remain pure 
itwas considered essential not to touch an “untouchable”. Purity in 
а person also helped him in his ‘‘adhyatmik marg” (religious path).?8 


The Maithilas like other people of India? believed that they were 
guarded by supernatural powers like various god, goddesses and even 
толық eee 
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ghosts who could bless them ог do them some harm. Therefore, they 
regulated their activities by religious and semi-religious rites for the pros- 


perity like the acquisition of cattle, progeny, longivity, wealth, intellect 
etc. and to secure heaven in the next world.”° 


The Maithilis worshipped various gods and goddesses, snakes, 
plants like Tulsi, trees like pipal, rivers like Ganga and so on.*! The 
vogue of Saktism, and Tantricism (Mantrasastra) in Mithila has been 
responsible fora large number of vernacular charms used for working 
changes inthe nature and behaviour of objects”? One may take these 
mantras and their uses as superstitions. The commonest vernacular 
‘mantras’ were those which aimed to cure men who were bitten by ser- 
pents or who were suffering from some disease. These could cure a 
pecularily severe and persistent headache called “Адһакарагі” 2° cataract 
of the eye, ‘Huka’ (severe pain in the back). The charms could even drive 
away ghosts and demons.** The love-charms of Mithila, were intended 
to win men ог women, by reading at ina betel leaf which ought to be 
given to one whom one wanted to attract, allure or bewitch. The detec- 
tion of a thief was done by preparing a charm which was painted on the 
nail where the thief was made to appear (Nakhadarpana mantra); or in 
distributing the charmed rice to the suspected men for chewing it when 
the thief could not chew it properly (canra-khuchaka mantra); or in 
making a vessel literally moved in the direction of the culprit, even when 
it was held tight by several strong men (Bati-caleba ka mantra in 
Sanskrit).* There were mantras which even enabled men to control the 
powers of the nature for the benefit of the community. Whena fire broke 
out, one who knew these mantras, could check the fire from spreading 
beyond the house where it had begun (agni-banha-ka mantra), or could 
check the wind from blowing (Vayubanha-ka mantra),** 
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The earliest recorded folktales of Mithila go back to about 14th 
century A. D.” In this category, vrata-kathas were stories connected 
with the vratas (fasting) of Maithila women. They were made of verna- 
cular legends eulogising the observance of a particular vrata and consisted 
of stories purporting to explain its objects or its mythological or legendary 
origin. Their recitation was believed to bring longevity, and happiness 
in а woman’s married life. Asa result of vrata on the occasion of “‘Jitya 
festival” in Asvin and recitation of vrata katha then, “Jimutvahana” was 
supposed to give longevity to the children of the vratee. The other vrata- 
kathas were, Kalika-vrata-Katha, Chathi-vrata-Katha, Marisano-vrata- 
Katha, Ravi-Sani-vrata Katha, Sapta-Vipata-Vrata-Katha, Batasavitri-vrata- 
Katha, Madhusrawani-Vrata-Katha etc.*® These also reflect the supersti- 
tious belief of the people of Mithila. 


The ghost stories were as numerous in Mithila as in other part of 
India. The ghosts were supposed to be able to assume all sorts of shapes. 
The ‘Devi’, the ‘Cudaila’, the ‘Jina’, the ‘Brahma’ (a son of Brahmana who 
died unmarried), ‘Pisaca’ and the ‘Rakshasa’ were the common Maithila 
spirits who were supposed todo great harm. One of the outstanding 
ghost stories relates that a Pandit Ramesvara Jha was asked bya group 
of ghosts to perform the marriage ceremony of a ghost girl.” 


The tales of witches who were reputed to control some forms of 
spirits also full of mystery and wonder. They were. said to have power 
to walk over water and to kill men or living them to life. There are also 
а list of tales where exorcists were known to drive away ghosts and even 
to compel witches to appear in public and disown their misdeees,*° 


Another very significant proof of superstitions in medieval Mithila 
can be said to be the sayings of “Daka” and people’s total faith and belief 
in them. There are evidences to show that Daka was a Maithil.*! Different 


scholars give different date and time for the existence of Daka. But almost 
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all agree that he existed in the medieval period.” There were many sayings 
of Daka which were (and even now) very frequently referred to by the 
people in day to day life. These distichs embody the proverbial wisdom 
of the land, astrological and agricultural maxims, guide for going on travel 
etc. and comment on the Ше and things of the region and many more 
things. In about fiftyfive pages Sri Jivananda Thakur has recorded, only 
the sayings of Daka on almost all aspects in the life of a шап, from the 


birth of a child to his death. 


Through the couplets and sayings of Daka, people used to know 
on which day and moment to start a new work to make thata success, 
The guideline by Daka was laid on his couplets on “Siddhiyog”.“* Ifa 
child took birth in bad time, its result could be had from the sayings of 
Daka, Daka bad prescribed proper time for the first bath of mother 
after she gave birth to a child. Daka even offered guidelines on when to 
breast-feed the child for the first time, when to cut a child’s hair for the 
first time (‘Mundan ceremony’); when to have a small hole in a boy’s ear for 
putting metal ring there or even when to have his ‘Upanayan’ (yagnoypavita 
Samskar). Daka had much to say about the result of making а house 
in a particular “Nakshatra” (planet). For example he said that if a house 
was made іп the time of “Soma” then it remained filled with milk and 
“sons” (meant all sorts of happiness). But if the house was made in 
the time of “Sani” chances of death of female head remained there.” 
Even time and day was prescribed for having fresh straw оп а house and 
removing the old опе." 

In the matter of agricultural and forecasts relating to that Daka 
is still considered an authority in Mithila, what to talk of medieval period. 
Direction is seen in his couplets on which type of bull to purchase, what 
are the features of a good bull, when to plough a field, when to put 
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paddy sappling ina field and во оп. On almost every month of the 
year, Daka had lot to say about the happenings thereon and guidelines 
for working then. Through the couplets of Daka people of Mithila used 
to know early that what type of cloud will bring rain or not, what type 
of wind will bring cloud or rain.“° What type of sound of the birds, 
animals will bring epidemics, bad omens or fortunes to the people. 


Daka was also considered an authority on things relating to travel. 
According to him, if one took journey towards left on Monday, Wednes- 
day and Friday, the chance was of only success as through this process 
Rama had won Lanka. If on Saturday and Tuesday one took journey after 
taking meal, even the “Lakshmi” (Goddess of Wealth) that was no longer 
with him, will come back for him.® Though so many other couplets he 
directed the people of Mithila on these aspects, the way people followed 
these couplets and took them as expert guide on so many occasions, may 
force a modern observer to call them as superstitious activities. 
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